Rationale for physicians' decisions to refer obese patients.
Health care costs are an increasing burden upon American society. Referral of patients to a specialist generates additional cost. We studied the reasons behind decisions to refer patients with uncomplicated obesity to endocrinologists. Obesity may be viewed as a paradigm of diseases with relatively well-known etiology, low morbidity and mortality, chronicity, and poor outcome from standard therapy. In addition, it is a disease that is rarely curable by medical intervention, requiring behavioral change. Physicians have little direct experience in the differential diagnosis of endocrine disease, because of its low prevalence. We studied the referral decisions of 45 physicians in three medical specialties. Clinical decision making was studied using a standard set of 24 carefully structured case reports of obese women, all without obvious endocrine disease cues on history or physical. In these cases the patients' desire to be seen by endocrinologists was the major factor in the decision to refer. Referrals were not made primarily to rule out suspected endocrine disorder or because of concern for increased risk of morbidity.